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Northern Ireland is a transitional society moving from conflict towards peace. While there have been numerous examples of community relations work in Northern Ireland, much of the learning has not been articulated within a youth work context. Drawing upon discussions with twenty youth work practitioners and conversations with young people, this paper identifies and describes some of the key practice issues for those delivering youth work in contested spaces.





Northern Ireland is a rapidly changing and transitional society emerging from a period of prolonged conflict commonly known as ‘the troubles.’ For over 30 years from the late 1960s ‘Northern Ireland experienced (apart from the former Yugoslavia) the most sustained violent conflict over national identity in Europe’ (Acheson, Cairns, Stringer and Williamson, 2006:13). With a population of 1.74 million, there are few people whose lives have not been impacted by the conflict. During this time there were some 3700 deaths. In terms of population size this would be the equivalent of 115,000 fatalities in United Kingdom as a whole or 600,000 in the United States (Hargie et al, 2003). There were also 34000 shootings, 35000 injuries, 14000 bombings, over 3000 punishment shootings and over 2500 punishment beatings by paramilitary organisations. 25% of all punishment attacks were on those under 19 year olds.  91% of deaths were male with 32% of deaths young males aged 17 -24 yrs (Muldoon, et al, 2008; Smyth and Hamilton, 2003). 

The breakthrough towards peace occurred in 1994 when the Irish Republican Army (IRA) announced a cessation of military operations. This was followed by the ‘Good Friday Agreement’ in 1998 when the Irish and British governments and the political parties in Northern Ireland reached consensus. The agreement included a devolved, inclusive government, prisoner release, troop reductions, targets for paramilitary decommissioning, provisions for polls on Irish reunification, civil rights measures and parity of esteem for the two communities in Northern Ireland. The definitive end of the troubles came in 2007 following the St. Andrew’s Agreement in October 2006. This was followed by elections in March 2007 and the formation of government in May 2007 by the Democratic Unionist Party and Sinn Féin. In July 2007, the British Army formally ended their mission in Northern Ireland which began 38 years earlier in 1969.

Peacebuilding
The Government states that its vision for the future of Northern Ireland is ‘a peaceful, inclusive, prosperous, stable and fair society firmly grounded on the achievement of reconciliation, tolerance, and mutual trust and the protection and vindication of human rights for all’ (A Shared Future, 2005:3).  Peacebuilding processes encompass security, demilitarisation, humanitarian assistance, power sharing governance and elections, human rights, minority protection and reconstruction aid (Wallensteen, 2002; Darby and Rae, 1999). In countries such as Bosnia and Kosovo peacebuilding was assumed by external stakeholders whereas in Northern Ireland there was a functioning state and administration to facilitate peacebuilding (Oberschall, 2007). Oberscall identifies six major players in the peace process in Northern Ireland – The UK and Irish Governments, Nationalists and Republicans and opposing sides within Unionism​[1]​  (p161).

Drawing from lessons of peacebuilding throughout the world, Former UN Secretary General and Nobel Peace Prize winner Kofi Annan (2004) cautioned that nearly half of all peace agreements collapse within five years. Kofi Annan suggested that those involved, including the international community, should stay engaged until viable peace has taken root. In 2005 world leaders at the World Summit agreed to establish a Peacebuilding Commission as it was deemed that countries emerging from conflict face a unique set of challenges that unless identified and addressed face a high risk of relapsing into violence. The Commission aims to help lay the foundations for countries emerging from conflict towards sustainable peace and development acknowledging that the transition from conflict towards peace is likely to be a precarious and difficult journey. 

A crucial challenge of peacebuilding is confronting the legacy of the past. In Northern Ireland this has necessitated engaging in post conflict transformation work to ensure lasting peace. This process has included addressing complex issues such as reconciliation, reintegration, decommissioning, police reform, prisoner release, security, an end of paramilitarism, economic investment and the administration of a new Local Assembly. It is clear that resolving these issues will not be straightforward. One example of this is the way in which Northern Ireland has established structures to help victims feel that they have obtained justice from atrocities that occurred throughout the troubles. It was fiercely disputed when four Victims Commissioners were appointed in 2008 (instead of one) demonstrating the uneasiness of politicians to appoint only one person to represent the needs of all those who have been victims of the past. 

There is also the issue of segregation. Data from the 2001 census revealed that two thirds of the population in Northern Ireland live in areas that are either 90% or more Catholic or 90% or more Protestant. The impact of such polarisation has been most acute in working class areas where Catholics and Protestants have lived in close proximity. These flashpoints became known as ‘interface areas’ that often witnessed the most brutal instances of sectarian division. Towering peace walls built to keep Catholics and Protestants apart remain in these areas as a cold reminder of the necessary physical barriers in a deeply divided and contested society. Peace walls affect the way in which people move and interact and directly impact upon daily activities such as going to work, meeting friends and relatives and getting access to health and recreation services (Murtagh, 2003). Over forty of these were erected in Northern Ireland during the troubles. Like in other parts of the world such as China, Israel and Palestine, Mozambique, South Africa and East and West Berlin, these structures were erected to keep people and communities apart.  A recent study with long term residents living in interface areas (Belfast Telegraph, 2008) found that 81% of people said they would like to see peace walls demolished (although 60% stated it was not safe enough at present). 17% felt the walls should stay as they feared removal of the walls would lead to ‘problems of a serious nature’ if removed.  This data highlights that despite the optimism of the peace process, old fears and distrust still exist amongst people living in areas most affected during the troubles. 

White (2008) warns that while Northern Ireland is officially portrayed as a region at peace, the terrorist violence of the past is being replaced by a new manifestation of violence.  The Chief Constable’s Annual report for the Police Service for Northern Ireland (PSNI) reveals that in 2006/07 that the number of violent crimes rose by 815, sexual offences increased by 92 and attacks on the elderly increased by 60%.  White (2008:8) provides a catalogue of crimes between April 2006 and February 2007 that includes knives being used in six murders, 21 attempted murders, 242 assaults and 315 robberies. There were 1695 sectarian crimes, 1047 racist crimes and 457 rapes – with an increase in recorded rapes of 60% during the past five years.  

Youth Work in Contested Spaces 
Magnuson (2007:4) argues that for societies in conflict and emerging from conflict, ‘youth work is a moral and existential necessity, since youth are both vulnerable to, and contributors to violence.’ For over 35 years youth workers in Northern Ireland have been at the coalface of responding to the needs of young people in a deeply divided and contested society. This has included addressing prejudice reduction and conflict transformation. Lederach (2002) has identified the often undervalued role played by local leaders on a day to day basis at grassroots level.  Grattan and Morgan (2007: 173) argue that grass root youth workers, whom they term ‘organic intellectuals,’ were often ‘mediators between paramilitary organisations, the wider community authorities and politicians and between the various communities.’ 

Throughout the troubles youth work practice was inexorably affected by political events and the violence that occurred on a daily basis. As violence escalated in the early 1970’s, youth workers became increasingly involved in diversionary activities which attempted to keep young people, particularly young men, out of trouble and off the streets (Smyth, 2001).  One key reason for this was the fact that young men were predominantly at the forefront of community violence and were actively recruited by paramilitary organisations (Harland, 2007).  As the Youth Service in Northern Ireland evolved, more specific initiatives developed around the themes of cross community work and community relations. This work became more prevalent as programmes aimed at improving community relations between the two main traditions were given higher priority by policy makers and funders. The Department of Education introduced a Cross Community Contact Scheme in 1987 to promote contact events between schools and youth and community groups.  Crucially however, much of this work was based on a ‘contact’ hypothesis (see for example, Amir, 1969, 1976; Pettigrew, 1986, 1997; Neins, Cairns and Hewstone, 2003) and avoided the more challenging and controversial issues associated with political education and civic responsibility (Smyth, 2007).  Wilson & Tyrrell (1995) described how the first contact projects in Northern Ireland were primarily concerned with bringing Catholic and Protestant children together whilst avoiding efforts at reconciliation between both communities. Smyth (2001) argues that there has been a tendency amongst those who facilitate community relations programmes to ‘attempt a position of neutrality or objectivity which has been underpinned by a fear of exposing oneself and one’s core beliefs.’ Connolly (1998) argues that much of this contact work may have actually been counter-productive and only served to reinforce existing stereotypes, while Bloomer and Weinreich (2003) found that community relations projects in Northern Ireland only partially achieved their intended outcome. In 1992 Community Relations Guidelines were produced by the Youth Council for Northern Ireland that presented a five-level model of community relations which promoted more intensive approaches to dealing with more controversial issues and conflict resolution (see Hammond, 2008).  This more proactive approach to reconciliation was mirrored by formal education initiatives such as Education for Mutual Understanding (EMU) aimed at promoting community relations between Catholic and Protestant school children and broadening parental choice for integrated education for children (Gallagher, 1995; Knox and Quirk, 2000). 

Two major Youth Service initiatives were implemented to further develop community relations work in Northern Ireland. Firstly, the Joint in Equity, Diversity and Interdependence initiative (JEDI) aimed to:
	Develop a coherent strategy for community relations youthwork and education for citizenship
	Embed the inter-principles of equity, diversity and interdependence into the ethos, policies and programmes of organizations which make up the youth sector.​[2]​ 

This initiative produced a number of products aimed at updating and replacing the 1992 Community Relations Guidelines including, policy change, changes to the youth work curriculum document and practical resources for practitioners.  JEDI challenged the Youth Service in Northern Ireland to think more creatively about the purpose of youth work in a contested society and explore delivering practice beyond contact and relationship building. 

In 2003 the ‘Youth work in Contested Spaces’ initiative was established in partnership between The University of Ulster, The Youth Council for Northern Ireland and Public Achievement Northern Ireland. This project, which formed the backdrop to this special edition of Youth & Policy, set out to build the capacity of the youth work community in Northern Ireland and to contribute to international best practice, particularly in preparing young people for life in a divided and contested society. A central part of this project was an annual conference that brought together an international group of youth work practitioners, managers, academics and young people to develop collaborative relationships and thinking around theory and practice of conflict and division around the world. 

Both of these initiatives significantly influenced youth work practice and policy in Northern Ireland and also identified a need to engage young people in new and more creative ways.  

Describing Youth Work Practice in Contested Spaces 
































Participants believed that because youth workers were often indigenous and working at a grass roots level, they had a more realistic appreciation of young peoples’ lives and actual lived experiences.  Their local knowledge and young person centred approach were considered crucial foundations in involving young people in activities that were connected to the realities of their perceived world. Intervention did not necessarily have to be the result of a prescribed curriculum.  Rather, relationships evolved through a mutual process of dialogue, conversation and trust – something which the youth worker and young person negotiated together. It was this dynamic that made youth workers well placed to respond positively and creatively to the needs of young people in a contested society.  

Freire (1968) posited that the oppressed need to avoid seeing their predicament as irresolvable, but a limiting situation that they can transform. He argues that when the oppressed reflect upon the extent of their oppression, they commit themselves to the action of transforming their world.  Freire further adds that dialogue is a ‘horizontal relationship of mutual trust that cannot exist without hope’ (p64) and is ‘the essence of revolutionary action’ (p128).  Most participants spoke of the importance of dialogue. One worker told of how young people from different countries were able to tell their stories of violence during a residential weekend.  She said that dialogue brought group members closer together and enabled them to have greater empathy for other young people. Crucially, dialogue helped break the ‘norm of silence’ that is so often a feature when attempting to address contentious and controversial issues with young people. 









Youth workers spoke of the importance of motivating young people to participate in community relations programmes that were potentially threatening and offensive to members of their community.  Participants believed a key motivational factor was young peoples’ desire for a better future – one without violence, hatred and fear. For others community relations programmes provided hope that life in the future could be different. Research carried out by Young Citizens in Action (2007) found that 78% of their volunteers were interested in participating in programmes aimed at improving community relations. Other research by The Northern Ireland Young Life and Times Survey (2007) revealed that 61% of 16 year olds believed that community relations were better now than five years ago, 27% believed they were the same and 8% believed they were worse.  81% believed that religion would always make a difference to the way people feel about each other in Northern Ireland.  70% of this sample was not involved in any kind of cross community programme.

Participants acknowledged that motivating young people to participate on community relations programmes was extremely difficult during the troubles. They firmly believed however that young people are highly motivated by issues they considered important to them or the world in which they live. One participant shared how young lesbian women she worked with were motivated to action by their shared experience and feelings of isolation and discrimination. A similar example was given of work with young people around the theme of drug education where young people were motivated because they were concerned about drug abuse amongst their peers. These examples demonstrate that youth work occurs in different contexts and addresses a wide range of contested social and political issues. Participants believed however that it was the responsibility of the worker to offer programmes that young people find appealing and connected to their daily experiences. 









Participants believed youth workers and young people displayed courage and determination to become involved in community relations programmes. They acknowledged that for many young people participation on programmes was contrary to the opinions of their parents. One practitioner told of how she was recently stopped from taking a minibus into a community because of parental opposition to community relations work. She believed that despite there being more hope and optimism, in some areas ‘old barriers of sectarianism still remained.’ She thought that it was too early to determine if the peacebuilding process would change old mindsets. This practitioner was more optimistic that young people could change, but was less convinced that adults in the community where she worked were ‘prepared to embrace a new and diverse society.’  





Northern Ireland is a society soaked in ritual, insignia and symbolism.  Contentious marching parades, flags, murals and bonfires are loaded with emotion and reflective of deeper political and cultural traditions and beliefs. There were many examples of how rituals and symbolism impacted upon practice. Several workers spoke of difficulties they had delivering community relations programmes around the traditional ‘marching season.’​[4]​  This was particularly acute during summer months when there was often widespread rioting in protest of ‘triumphalist’ marches permitted to parade in fiercely contested interface areas. Workers found that young people, who were off school for summer holidays and frequently bored, were particularly drawn to these cultural events. At these times young people were more inclined to revert back to old sectarian attitudes and willingly engage in overt expressions of community tribalism.  A youth worker told of how young people from four different traditions (Catholic, Protestant, Indian and Chinese) shared insignia representative of their own culture with other group members. Whilst the young people made comments such as ‘I never thought I would ever wear that’ and ‘I can’t believe I actually held a flag from a different tradition,’ the youth worker was challenged by several local parents after the residential. Parents protested that they did not want their children ‘brainwashed by engaging in cross cultural activities that encouraged the exchange of insignia and singing songs from other traditions.’  This example reveals how youth workers often feel vulnerable and exposed because they make a stand or go ‘against the grain’ of community traditions or beliefs.  

From Conflict to Peacebuilding

Emerging from the interviews was a strong sense that Northern Ireland is a more peaceful society now than during the troubles.  Several practitioners spoke of the fact that many young people aged twelve and under had little recollection of the troubles. These young people were the first generation to grow up in a society where the focus was on peace rather than conflict and subsequently they were less likely to display prejudice against people from other traditions. Practitioners in one focus group believed that young people aged twelve and over were more inclined to associate negatively with the legacy of the troubles and were more likely to be influenced by their peers and traditional community beliefs.  

One of the most common issues identified by practitioners was the influx of foreign immigrants into Northern Ireland since the peace process. Practitioners believed that youth work practice in a peacebuilding society demanded that they had much more knowledge and appreciation of other cultures.  While the Chinese and Indian communities have been part of Northern Ireland culture for many years, recent immigrants and their children from countries such as Poland, Romania, Croatia, Lithuania, and South Africa necessitated that approaches to community relations work were now much broader.  





Contested spaces in which young people live are not solely political.  They include schools, streets, local transport, parks, families, city centres, youth clubs, bars, parades and social events. Also contested are broader issues such as faith, religion, sexuality, race, ethnicity, gender, personal beliefs and values, morals, drugs, alcohol consumption, education, behaviour, law and order, employment / unemployment. These are issues that many if not all young people wrestle with no matter where they may live.  From this perspective youth workers in every society have much in common.  What has been more particular to Northern Ireland is that the focus of youth work over the past 35 years has been dominated by the realities of living in a dysfunctional and divided society. It has been this protracted political context that has distinguished youth work in Northern Ireland from the rest of the UK, Ireland and Europe.  

Lederach (2008) argues that after violent conflict has receded peacebuilding creates a platform from which it is possible to respond creatively to evolving situations. Yet despite significant political and cultural developments in Northern Ireland there is little evidence of creative thinking or agreed theoretical framework for the delivery of youth work in a peacebuilding context. As with early community relations work, the response to peacebuilding by Youth Service in Northern Ireland would appear more organic than strategic. The Strategy for the Delivery of Youth Work in Northern Ireland Department of Education has as part of its vision for young people to ‘participate as active citizens in a secure and peaceful society’ (p4). This rather wooly vision has no pragmatic application other than reference that the values of youth work in peacebuilding should be based on principles of equity, diversity and interdependence. If youth work is to make a meaningful contribution to peacebuilding in Northern Ireland, it is crucial that the lessons from community relations work during the past 35 years of conflict inform the peace process.  Unfortunately to date, there remains little evaluatory evidence that community relations work is more effective now than during the early days of the troubles.
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 Unionism, in Northern Ireland, is a belief in the desirability of a full constitutional and institutional relationship between Ireland and Great Britain based on the terms and order of government of the Act of Union 1800 (​http:​/​​/​en.wikipedia.org​/​wiki​/​Act_of_Union_1800" \o "Act of Union 1800​) which had merged both countries in 1801 to form the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland (​http:​/​​/​en.wikipedia.org​/​wiki​/​United_Kingdom_of_Great_Britain_and_Ireland" \o "United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland​) (the successor entities being the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland (​http:​/​​/​en.wikipedia.org​/​wiki​/​United_Kingdom_of_Great_Britain_and_Northern_Ireland" \o "United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland​) and the Irish Republic (​http:​/​​/​en.wikipedia.org​/​wiki​/​Irish_Free_State" \o "Irish Free State​).
Nationalism refers to political and sociological movements and sentiment that embodies a love for Irish culture and language and a sense of pride in the island of Ireland. It also refers to a desire for greater autonomy or independence of Ireland from Great Britain after Britain annexed Ireland in 1801.
Republicanism is an ideology based on the Irish nationalist (​http:​/​​/​en.wikipedia.org​/​wiki​/​Irish_nationalist" \o "Irish nationalist​) belief that all of Ireland should be a single independent republic (​http:​/​​/​en.wikipedia.org​/​wiki​/​Republic" \o "Republic​), whether as a unitary state (​http:​/​​/​en.wikipedia.org​/​wiki​/​Unitary_state" \o "Unitary state​), a federal state or as a confederal arrangement. (Wikipedia, encyclopedia, 2008). 
2 For more information on JEDI principles see Morrow, Eyben & Wilson (2003).
3 Single identity work is carried out with members from one tradition.
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